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Daniel G. Geldenhuys 
The ldiosyncratic Use of the Term "World Music" as a Music Con-
cept. 
This paper will deal with the idiosyncratic use of the term "World Music" as a music 
concept. lt will be pointed out how the use of this questionable term has through 
many years developed in the subject field . In spite and because of the many short-
comings in the use of this terminology, it has managed to inspire and stimulate lectur-
ers in Musicology at the University of South Africa (Unisa), when introducing a new 
modular teaching system for music at a distance teaching university, to coin an alter-
native, more descriptive terminology for the concept. These syllabi will also be dealt 
with, thereby explaining the practical use of a more suitable terminology. 
Introduction 
"World Music", used as a term and concept has emerged as early as the 1960's, and 
being used most frequently during the 1980's. In the course of this paper I will point 
out to you that the choice of this terminology for the music it presents was perhaps not 
the most happy one, and alternatives will be presented. These alternative terms have 
originated through the experience of teaching and drawing up new syllabi for students 
wanting to study music at the University of South Africa. I will also elaborate on the 
functioning of Unisa as a distance teaching institution with regard to music. New 
coined alternative terms like these are functioning and fulfilling certain needs in our 
specific environment, but remain suggestions. I would propose and prefer that you as 
listeners decide for yourself on whether the use of this terminology would be appro-
priate in the field it should cover, or whether you could suggest alternatives which 
would be more suitable for your individual circumstances. 
Use of the term "World Music" in subject literature 
Extracts from the literature dealing with and explaining the topic will be selected as 
illustration to explain the origin, meaning, application and cultural identity of the term 
"World Music". These relevant texts, which represent surnmaries or annotations of 
the contents of monographs or articles, will be quoted. 
l Origin of the term 
Writing about Jazz in the sixties, Michael J. Budd states that: 
"Two contradictory attitudes existed within the Jazz community during the 
1960 's: a continued adherence to conventions and a reJection of these same 
basic prescriptions. This dichotomy, compounded by ])an awakening of inter-
est in so-called world music, 2) a new attempt to synthesize Jazz and European 
fine-art music into a 'third stream ', 3) the revitalization of the big band, and 
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4) the continued incorporation of popular music into the Jazz tradition as rock 
music, created a stylistic diversity unprecedented in the history ofjazz. " 1 
Bruno Nett! in an article, written in 1979, already expresses a certain feeling ofunease 
about the terminology by saying: 
"that a musical system develops in terms of its own musical, cultural, and 
natural ecology rat her than as an aspect of a unilineal evolution of world mu-
sic [ ... ] while [ ... ] music is a signi.ficant emblem of cultural identity; and df 
ferences in musical cultures of the world rejlect differences in culture itself." 
Jon Barlow, in his contribution to a Festschrift with the title La world music: Au 
passe, au present, a l 'avenir confirms that: 
In 1966, Wesleyan University (Middletown, Connecticut) was the first to adopt the 
term world music in its instruction.3 
2 Meaning of the term 
As recently as 1995, Habib Hassan Touma, in an article in La musique et le monde ti-
tled: De la presentation des musiques extra-europeenes en Occident, expresses his 
doubts about the use ofthe term world music by putting it in brackets: 
"Producers of compact discs and directors of pop festivals exert themselves to 
promote a global musical culture (world music) [ ... ] [B] but the presentation 
of non-European music in the West demands meticulous preparation."4 
Andreas Lüderwaldt supports the thesis in his article Der Ton macht die Musik: 
Weltmusik und Musikästhetik in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, that: 
"Within the domain of so-called world music everything is being brought 
closer together and placed in mutual contact. In the course of this process 
Western aesthetic criteria - which already allow for openness of interpreta-
tion - are applied to the music of non-Western cultures. Non-Western cul-
tures, however, have music aesthetics of their own involving categories such 
as power, magic, meaning of sound, praclical value, intelligibility of lan-
guage, or timelessness. Not everything is beautiful merely because we find it 
strange, or because it is part of the cosmic order. The music of others, too, 
can make an unpleasant impression. "5 
3 Use (or application) ofthe term 
In her essay, On redefining the 'local' through world music, Jocelyne Guilbault has 
the following viewpoints: 
1 Michael J. Budds: Jazz in the sixties: the expansion of musical resources and techniques, Iowa City 
1978, 124p. 
2 Bruno Nett!: Paradigms in the history of ethnomusicology, in: College music symposium, XIX/1 
(spring 1979), pp. 67-77. 
3 Jon Barlow: La world music: Au passe, au present, a l'avenir, in: Festschrift: Nadopasaka: La mu-
sique de l'lnde du Sud, Paris: Institut de Musique Carnatique 1995, pp. 79-87. 
4 Habib Hassan Touma: De la presentation des musiques extra-europeenes en Occident, in: La mu-
sique et le monde, Paris: Babel 1995, pp. 27-35. 
5 Andreas Lüderwaldt: Der Ton macht die Musik: Weltmusik und Musikästhetik, in: Neue Zeitschrift 
fllr Musik 155/6 (November 1994), pp. 46-51. 
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"Since the early 1980 's, music literature in the social sciences has sought to 
exp/ain the processes involved in the restructuring and transformation of the 
po/itical and economic world order. Within this framework, many critics have 
emphasized the globalization of culture and, correspondingly, the cu/tural in-
dustries and new technologies involved in the process of change. In the study 
of local communities, the ways in which the status of the local has been 
transformed within contemporary societies are explored. The reason 's why 
and the peop/e for whom it has become important to redefine the term are dis-
cussed. The phenomenon of world music is taken as a case in point to assess 
the primacy of this question in the ongoing politics of popular musical cul-
ture. "6 
4 Cultural identity of the term 
Bruno Nettl (1978) sums up the whole question of cultural identity in relation to 
world music as: 
"The 20th c. is a period of musical homogenization characterized by an in-
creased availability of many musics to most people. The reactions of cultures 
to Western music may be compared if the relationships among musics and the 
motivations of the cultures are understood. Assuming that a cu/ture 's musical 
energy is a basic value and remains constant, additions to musica/ life must be 
balanced by loss, leading to the responses of abandonment, impoverishment, 
preservation, diversification, conso/idation, reintroduction, exaggeration, 
satire, syncretism, westernization, or modernization. "1 
With a title like Whose world, what beat: The transnational music industry, identity, 
and cultural imperialism, Reebee Garofalo points a doubtful finger at the inappropri-
ateness of the use of the term "world music" in the context of traditional music, and 
although hinting that much more complications have come to the fore in the interna-
tional flow of popular music, says: 
"There are three models that can represent the transnational flow of music: a 
vertica/ model, from more to /ess powerful nations; a centre-periphery mode/, 
with music moving from dominant to marginal cultures; or a model that 
moves from developed countries, particularly the US, to the rest of the world, 
with accompanying images of the displacement or destruction of loca/ cu/-
tures. "8 
Alternative terms as used in subject literature 
Because ofthe inadequacies inherent in the use ofthe term "world music", alternative 
terms came into being in searches of a better definition. Only a few of the alternative 
terms which have most frequently been reflected in the subject literature will be men-
6 Jocelyne Guilbault: On redefining the 'local' through world music, in : Journal ofthe International 
Institute for Traditional Music, 35/2 (1993), pp. 33-47. 
7 Bruno Nett!: Some aspects of the history ofworld music in the twentieth century: questions, prob-
lems, and concepts, in: Ethnomusicology, XXII/! (January 1978), pp. 123-36. 
8 Reebee Garofalo: Whose world, what beat: The transnational music industry, identity, and cultural 
imperialism, in: The world of music: Journal of the International Institute for Traditional Music, 
XXXV/2 (1993), pp. 16-32. 
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tioned, although many more are known to us. These often used terms are: 1. World 
Beat, 2. Intercultural Music, 3. TransnationaJ musics, and 4. Global Musical Culture. 
Suggestions or descriptions for alternative terms 
lt is always challenging to define new terminologies for existing concepts. Here are a 
few suggestions to find an alternative for our "despicable" term "world music": 
1. Musics of the world - perhaps you will agree with me that this does not really 
display something new, and that the old terminology would even be preferable. 
2. Music in world cultures - an improvement on the previous effort, but the 
question immediately arises, when? lt could well mean the music of world cul-
tures during the 18th century. 
3. Music in world cultures today - according to me this is the term, or if you pre-
fer description, which comes closest to what we are dealing with. 
Introducing a Modular Teaching System of "Music in World Cultures Today" at 
the University of South Africa 
Teaching Musicology and Music at a distance teaching university in South Mrica 
The University of South Africa (Unisa) was originally known as the University of the 
Cape of Good Hope, being founded in 1873. This forerunner of Unisa, of which the 
original name now has become defunct, can be regarded as the mother university of 
all the twenty-one South African universities presently in existence. In 1954 Unisa 
was constituted as a distance teaching university in the capital city, Pretoria. This was 
done to enable all members of the population interested in further tertiary studies to 
fulfill their needs. South Africa is a vast outstretched country where, specially in the 
rural areas, little opportunities existed for further studies. A correspondence or dis-
tance teaching university was the ideal solution. 
Now, towards the end of the 20th century, Unisa has become one of the leading 
and largest distance teaching universities in the world. The student nurnbers for 1998 
are somewhat down, but in previous years the student population reached a number of 
almost 130 000. 
One of the unique aspects ofUnisa in the field of distance teaching institutions, is that 
we have been teaching Musicology as a correspondence degree course since 1956. 
Students were able to enroll for a four-year degree course, called a Bachelor of Music 
(BMus), and in this structure they could proceed to the level of a doctoral degree in 
Musicology (DMus). 
New demands on tertiary education in South Africa 
Fortunately Unisa had always been a university open to all races, even during the 
darkest days of apartheid. However, the change of Government in 1994 did instigate 
new demands and challenges for tertiary education. Because of bad schooling, spe-
cially among our black members of the population, many young potential students of 
a certain age group were knocking at the door demanding entry to the University. 
They also insisted on the necessary tutoring to overcome and bridge their educationaJ 
back.log. 
- ----- -
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In the music field even greater problems were encountered, as few black students 
were drawn to the Bachelor of Music course because of minimum entrance require-
ments that had to be put. A plan had to be devised to allow students with little musical 
training to enter for a study of music. In all fairness they had to be given the chance 
and essential training to be able to finish their studies successfully, without allowing 
the end standard to drop. lt was inevitable to go back to the drawing board. 
Instead of making small adaptations to the existing course, it was decided to rather 
develop an original, completely new course structure to suit our specific needs. South 
Africa is a country where many cultures meet, and a decision was taken to develop a 
new major course for the Bachelor of Arts degree, called "Music", which embraced 
the study of Western, African, Indian, South American and Far Eastern music, as weil 
as pop music and jazz. Five years of experience in teaching the course "Music" 
proved invaluable, but the dark side ofthe coin was that still an inadequate number of 
students were drawn to enroll and finish the course, in relation to the bigger depart-
ments of the huge Faculty of Arts under whose wings the Departrnent of Musicology 
falls . 
Since 1998, Unisa has embarked on a "modularisation" programme, whereby 
courses and degrees will be redesigned to six month modules, thus providing more 
choice options for students in structuring their degree compilation. On the Musi-
cological side all the courses are being converted to modules, including a radical 
change in course contents, to be even more relevant to the specific needs in South Af-
rica and coping with the challenges of the 21st century. When converting the old 
"Music" course, the lecturers encountered the problem of whether the inadequate ter-
minology, "World Music", should be used as a general title and description of this 
course. 
At this point we have now made the füll circle, thus returning to our initial theses, 
namely the idiosyncratic use of the term "World Music" as a music concept, and 
thereby showing how the shortcomings of this terminology have initiated and inspired 
the lecturers in Musicology at Unisa to redefine a music concept with the descriptive 
term: Music in world cultures today. 
Composition of a selected Module 
As example the composition of one of the first year modules, titled "Music in Soci-
ety", will be given. The module is subdivided into the following five units (More de-
scriptive details will be found in the Appendix.): 





Classification of music: an overview 
Tradi,tional music in sub-Saharan Africa 
Modem popular music 
Indian Art Music 
The Music Industry 
The many facets of music in world cultures and the specific cross-cultural influences 
occurring in the music of South Africa today, are specifically being dealt within Unit 
' 
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3, and Unit 4. South Africa has quite a !arge Indian population who still keep to their 
musical traditions. 
lt is hoped that the new modular system and music course content will be more 
user friendly and relevant to potential students, thereby drawing them in greater num-
bers to a study of music. 
Conclusion and Summary 
Ladies and Gentlemen, I think I have clearly illustrated to you how the term "World 
Music" had been used in an idiosyncratic way. Looking at our last slide, I would pro-
nounce the wish that the sun, be it then the African sun, sets on this ill-fated term 
"World Music". Allow the term a not too violent, but rather a gentle death, letting it 
fall into the oblivion of darkness. On the positive side, the deficiencies in the termi-
nology to precisely define the music concept it was dealing with, is exactly what gave 
the impetus to, as weil as challenging and stimulating a number of Unisa lecturers in 
defining a new descriptive term: "Music in World Cultures Today". This, however, is 
not the last ward on the issue and I invite you to come with other, perhaps more suit-
able, suggestions on the whole matter. 
Appendix 
HEAD COUNf PER FACUL1Y FOR 
UNISA STIJDENIS IN 19'17 
ARTS40.4% 
BUREAU FOR MANAGEMENT INFORMATION 
Example 1: Head count per Faculty for Unisa students in 1997* 
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POPULATION GROUP AND GENDER 
DISTRIBUTION OF 1997 UNISA STUDENTS 
WHITI COlOUIII.O aLACK .UIAN TOTAl 
POPULATION OkOUP 
FEIIALI 
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Example 2: Population group and gender distribution of 1997 Unisa students* 
GEOGRAPIIlCAL DISTRIBUTION OF 
1997 UNISA STUDENTS 
' . "·~; .. .. 
y _,• 
IURr.AU ,OR MANAGEMENT IN,ORMATION 
Example 3: Geographical distribution of 1997 Unisa students* 
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Unit 1: Classification of music: an overview 
the meanings of"folk" , popular and art music; varied non-stylistic classificahons such as gcographical catego-
ries, "background music" 
tendencies to subdividc known styles and overgeneralise all unknown styles of music 
Unit 2: Tradilional music in sub-Saharan Africa 
The diversity ofcultures, and also stylistic similarities such as call-response patterns 
Conceptions ofmusic and music making, and how they differ from those in the West, in terms ofcomposition, 
improvisation, practising, performing, social interaction 
Casc studics and critical listening 
Unit 3: Modern popular music 
How Afro-American rock has shaped modern world trends 
How modern South African popular music developed and influences other music 
Some examples of modern fusion music in South Africa 
Unil 4: Indian Art Music 
Music in lndia 
The concept of raga 
The concept of rhythmic cycles and Indian art music instruments 
Unil S: The Music lndustry 
Manufacturing, publishing, merchandising, performance and management 
Music and the media: radio, advertising, music videos, stage and film music, writing about music in magazines 
andjournals 
Music in Community Life: the diversity of music making, and how it is financed 
Example 4: Composition of a selected Module: "Music in Society" 
POPULATION GROUP DISTRIBUTION OF 
1997 UNISA STUDENTS 
ASIAN 1.5% 
Example 5: Population group distribution of 1997 Unisa students* 
• Statistical infonnation supplied by the Bureau for Management lnfonnation, Pretoria: Unisa, 1998. 
